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THE DAY O F  T H E  BOOK 
EACH YEAR, ON 23RD APRIL, THE STREETS OF THE TOWNS 
AND VILLAGES OF CATALONIA RE FILLED WITH BOOKS 
AND ROSES. CATALONIA IS CELEBRATING THE FESTIVAL 
OF HER PATRON, SAINT GEORGE. 
F R A N C E S C  G A R R E T A  T E A C H E R  O F  C A T A L A N  L I T E R A T U R E  
ach year, on 23rd April, the 
1 streets of the towns and villages 
of Catalonia are filled with 
books and roses. Catalonia is celebrat- 
ing the festival of her patron, Saint 
George. 
Apart from a few official events, what 
most characterises the celebration is the 
life in the streets this day. Book dealers 
and cultural associations organise 
bookstalls in the middle of the squares 
and streets, alternating with the stands 
put up by the florists to se11 roses. 
The striking beauty of the combination 
of these two elements, the book and the 
rose, has, over and above its symbo- 
lism, a common origin in our history. 
The arrival of the warm weather, with 
the flowering of nature, was reason for 
our Roman ancestors to render honours 
to the goddess Flora, crowning her 
statues with roses. At the same time, 
during the celebrations, prizes were 
awarded for the best compositions of 
the poets who sang the triumph of 
spring. This literary tradition, called the 
"Jocs Florals", has continued almost 
uninterruptedly throughout the history 
of the Paisos Catalans. Certain local 
authorities, cultural centres, associa- 
tions, Catalan centres abroad etc. orga- 
nise Jocs Florals for this date and many 
schools also organise their own literary 
contests. 
It was also a custom on this day for the 
flower-sellers from the Barcelones, Ma- 
resme, Valles and Baix Llobregat re- 
gions to come to Barcelona with baskets 
full of roses for the young men to offer 
the girls. The roses from these regions 
around Barcelona were renowned for 
their scent and their beatuy. We have 
references in documents from the 17th 
century to exhibitions of roses which, 
since the 19th century, have tradition- 
ally been held in the Gothic courtyard 
of the palace of the Generalitat in Bar- 
celona on Saint George's day. 
Also, the fact that Saint George's day 
falls on the same day as the commemo- 
ration of the death of Cervantes -the 
same date, 23rd April 1616, that 
Shakespeare's death is honoured in 
England with events centering on 
books- led to the establishment this 
century of the Day of the Book, as a 
cultured way of paying homage to his 
memory. And while we need to be re- 
minded of this original intention today, 
what really happens is that on this day 
people visit the bookshops and book- 
stalls in swarms, study the books on offer 
and buy one for the sake of tradition. 
On this day it's normal to see great 
crowds of people round the bookshops. 
The festival is felt very strongly in our 
national schools, who prepare celebra- 
tions and give the students time off to 
take part, or else take strings of the 
youngest children to see it. The celebra- 
tion is a group one and takes part 
mainly in the open air, because the new 
spring air is also part of the celebration, 
along with the buying of books and the 
gift of a rose to the loved one. 
This tradition, always wrapped in a fes- 
tive air, has spread more than ever 
since the recovery of democracy and of 
the Catalan public institutions. And at 
the same time, this resurgence has had a 
considerable effect on the whole of the 
Catalan publishing world, as is shown 
by the fact that sales of books on this 
day are well above the rest of the year. 
For the publishing industry, the Saint 
George's Day celebrations have become 
a central event in its activities. Many 
publishing companies reserve this date 
for the apparition of literary novelties, 
or wait until it's near to publish the 
books that have won the most presti- 
gious awards of the year, increase the 
public presentations of new editions, 
etc. Around this time, we see how news- 
papers and the specialist press have to 
extend the space they devote to the 
world of literature, so as to make room 
for the flood of novelties that appear 
every year like the bloom of spring. 
The book dealers, in their urge to bring 
books closer to a public which is some- 
times a bit shy in this respect the rest of 
the year, offer a slight discount in the 
sale price or invite authors to autograph 
books, either in the shops or actually at 
the stalls in the streets, thus bringing 
them physically closer to the reader. 
The book and the rose, then, are the 
protagonists of the festivity of Saint 
George. A day which, although not offí- 
cially a holiday, has been adopted by 
the public as a patriotic and civic cele- 
bration of spring. 
